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This Audience is Weird: 
Reflections on What We Know 
Now in Gambling Research 
Bo J. Bernhard, Ph.D. 
(Editors' note: This is a written version of a plenary speech delivered 
at the European Association of Gambling Studies conference in Vienna, 
Austria on September 16, 2010). 
"What's the matter with the crowd I'm seeing?" 
--Billy Joel, Its Still Rock N' Roll to Me 
On occasion, at prestigious research gatherings like this one, it is 
useful to ask ourselves a simple question: 
What do we know? 
More specifically, we might think critically about what we 
believe we know, in the same manner we think critically about the 
gambler and the global gaming industry as subjects of academic scrutiny. 
Epistemologically speaking, the path to knowing the gambler has shifted 
dramatically over the years, as the behavior has transformed -- from a 
sinful one indulged by a deviant few to a normal one enjoyed by the 
masses. Looking back with the benefit of years of hindsight, our early 
"expert" interpretations of gamblers seem pretty implausible, and even 
ludicrous. Revealingly, however, our fore-thinkers were no less certain 
than we are today that they were right -- that they possessed the pat)l to 
Truth on Gambling, and that they knew exactly what made the gambler 
tick. 
Were this conference taking place in the 191h century, its plenary 
speaker might well have been a published expert named P.E. Holp, who 
was certain that he could tell us who these gamblers truly were: 
"Who are the men now given so fiercely to this mania in 
our city? Listen and I will tell you" (1887, p. 105). 
Holp's "mania" was gambling, and he identified gamblers as 
sinners of the highest order. In fact, in America, gambling was among the 
worst of sins, as it threatened the social order in ways that alcohol did 
not. After all, gambling threatened to undermine the Protestant work ethic 
that was so dominant in early American history. This ethic encouraged 
Americans to toil, toil, and toil some more, with hopes of slowly 
accumulating an honest savings over a long lifetime (Lears, 2003). Along 
comes gambling, with its promise of earning a lot in just a few moments 
(and with just a little bit of toil) and it is no wonder that preachers often 
attacked gamblers. 
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I n  a n o t h e r  1 9 t h - c e n t u r y  w o r k  e n t i t l e d  T r a p s  f o r  t h e  Y o u n g ,  A n t h o n y  
C o m s t o c k  u s e d  h i s  p u l p i t  t o  d e s c r i b e  i t  t h u s l y :  
" T h e  p r o m i s e  o f  g e t t i n g  s o m e t h i n g  f o r  n o t h i n g ,  o f  m a k i n g  
a  f o r t u n e  w i t h o u t  t h e  s l o w  p l o d d i n g  o f  d a i l y  t o i l ,  i s  o n e  o f  
S a t a n ' s  m o s t  f a s c i n a t i n g  s n a r e s "  ( 1 8 8 3 ,  p .  5 6 ) .  
M o s t  i m p o r t a n t  f o r  o u r  p u r p o s e s  a t  t h i s  c o n f e r e n c e  t o d a y ,  t h i s  
i s  h a r d l y  a  s p a r s e  e a r l y  l i t e r a t u r e  o n  g a m b l i n g .  I n  d o z e n s  u p o n  d o z e n s  
o f  p u b l i c a t i o n s  i n  t h e  1 9
1
h  c e n t u r y ,  w e  h e a r  f r o m  d o z e n s  u p o n  d o z e n s  o f  
" e x p e r t s "  w h o  w e r e  a b s o l u t e l y  c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  g a m b l i n g  f i g u r e d  
o u t ,  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  t h e  a n s w e r s ,  a n d  t h a t  t h e y  k n e w  a l l  o f  t h e  n u a n c e s  o f  
t h i s  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  g a m b l e r s .  W h a t  w a s  m o r e ,  t h e s e  m o r a l  e x p e r t s  h a d  
t r e m e n d o u s  i n f l u e n c e  - i n  f a c t ,  o n e  c o u l d  e a s i l y  a r g u e  t h a t  a c a d e m i c  
e x p e r t s  t o d a y  l a c k  t h e  r e a c h  a n d  r e s p e c t  t h a t  t h e s e  e a r l i e r  e x p e r t s  e n j o y e d  
i n  t h e i r  d a y  ( B e r n h a r d ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  
O n  C e r t i t u d e ,  S c i e n c e ,  a n d  G l o b a l i z a t i o n :  A  N e w  W o r l d  R e s e a r c h  O r d e r ?  
M y  p o i n t  i s  t h a t  b e f o r e  w e  a l l o w  t h a t  d r e a d e d  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  
c e r t i t u d e  t o  i n v a d e  o u r  r e s e a r c h  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  w e  m i g h t  b e  w e l l  a d v i s e d  
t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  w e  a r e  h a r d l y  t h e  f i r s t  t o  c l a i m  t h a t  w e  h a v e  t h e  a n s w e r s .  
W e  m i g h t  e v e n  w o n d e r  h o w  t h e  e x p e r t i s e  o f  t o d a y  w i l l  l o o k  t o  t h e  n e x t  
g e n e r a t i o n s  o f  e x p e r t s .  E p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  m o d e s t y  i s  o f  c o u r s e  a  h a l l m a r k  o f  
t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  m e t h o d ,  w h i c h  i n s i s t s  t h a t  t r u t h  i s  a l w a y s  p a r t i a l ,  a n d  a l w a y s  
s u b j e c t  t o  r e f u t a t i o n  t h r o u g h  f u t u r e  r e s e a r c h  ( S a g a n ,  1 9 9 6 ) .  H o w e v e r ,  a s  w e  
a l l  a r e  a w a r e ,  i n  r e a l  r e s e a r c h  l i f e ,  s c i e n c e  d o e s  n o t  a l w a y s  p r o c e e d  t h i s  w a y .  
A  g r o u p  o f  r e s e a r c h e r s  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  B r i t i s h  C o l u m b i a  a r e  
n o w  s h o w i n g  u s  j u s t  h o w  f l a w e d  o u r  c o n f i d e n c e  m i g h t  b e .  I n  a c a d e m i c  
s p h e r e s ,  t h i s  w a s  t h e  ( a d m i t t e d l y  w o n k y )  I n t e l l i g e n t s i a  D e b a t e  o f  t h e  
S u m m e r  o f '  1 0 ,  l a u n c h e d  w h e n  J o s e p h  H e n r i c h  a n d  h i s  c o l l e a g u e s  S t e v e n  
H e i n e  a n d  A r a  N o r e n z a y a n  " w e n t  v i r a l "  w i t h  a n  o p e n i n g  e s s a y  i n  t h e  
i n f l u e n t i a l  j o u r n a l  N a t u r e  ( 2 0 1 0 ) .  H e n r i c h ' s  s u b v e r s i v e  t e a m  h a s  b e e n  
q u e s t i o n i n g  t h e  v e r y  f o u n d a t i o n s  o f  p s y c h o l o g y  a n d  e c o n o m i c s ,  a n d  t h e  
N a t u r e  e s s a y  d e l i g h t e d  i n  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h e s e  f i e l d s '  f o i b l e s .  
F o r  a  l o n g  w h i l e ,  c r i t i c s  h a v e  c o n t e n d e d  t h a t  t h e  f i e l d  o f  
p s y c h o l o g y  m i g h t  b e  r e - l a b e l e d  " t h e  p s y c h o l o g y  o f  t h e  1 0 1  s t u d e n t , "  
s o  p r o m i n e n t  i s  t h a t  g r o u p  i n  t h e  f i e l d ' s  r e s e a r c h  s a m p l e s .  A m a z i n g l y ,  a  
s t r i k i n g  t w o - t h i r d s  o f  t h e  s u b j e c t s  i n  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  p s y c h o l o g y  s t u d i e s  a r e  
s t u d e n t s  ( B e g l e y ,  2 0 1  0 )  - a  g r o u p  t h a t  h a r d l y  c o n s t i t u t e s  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  
s l i c e  o f  h u m a n i t y  ( n o r  a r e  t h e  c o l l e g e  y e a r s  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  t i m e ) .  I  
v a g u e l y  r e c a l l  m y  s o p h o m o r e  y e a r ,  a n d  i t  w a s ,  i n  a  w o r d ,  s o p h o m o r i c  -
a n d  a  t i m e  w h e n  I  e n g a g e d  i n  a n y  n u m b e r  o f  n o n - r a t i o n a l  b e h a v i o r s  f o r  
t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  ( a n d  i n  s o m e  c a s e s ,  n e v e r  a g a i n ) .  
I t  g e t s  w o r s e :  s t u n n i n g l y ,  9 6 %  o f  t h e  s u b j e c t s  i n  p u b l i s h e d  
a r t i c l e s  i n  t h e  t o p  p s y c h o l o g y  j o u r n a l s  c o m e  f r o m  W e s t e r n  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  
c o u n t r i e s ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h i s  g r o u p  r e p r e s e n t s  o n l y  1 2 %  o f  t h e  p l a n e t ' s  
p o p u l a t i o n  ( H e n r i c h ,  H e i n e ,  &  N o r e n z a y a n ,  2 0 1 0 ) .  W o u l d  a n y o n e  
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argue that we are doing research that reveals universal human truths by 
neglecting generalizability this way? In Henrich, et al's memorable words, 
these research subjects are "WEIRD," which means that they hail from 
"Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic societies" (2010, 
p. 29). Worse, their research suggests that "people from WEIRD societies 
- and particularly American undergraduates - are some of the most 
psychologically unusual people on earth" (2010, p. 29). 
These limited samples wouldn't be a problem if they turned out to 
be generalizable, and if these articles were uncovering universal human 
truths- but this does not seem to be the case. For instance, remember the 
Fundamental Attribution Error (or FAE for short) from your psychology 
101 class? FAE's "universal" finding is that humans tend to attribute 
behaviors to temperamental factors (he's an angry person) rather than 
situational ones (he's just suffered a bad beat at a Texas Hold'em table). 
As a general rule, humans tend not to take note of context, but instead 
choose to simply interpret behaviors as indicative of a deep-rooted 
personality characteristic (often a flaw) -or so the thinking goes. 
Here's the problem: the Fundamental Attribution Error turns 
out not to be so ... fundamental. East Asians don't do it-- nor do 
Russians (Begley, 2010). In fact, it could well be that FAE- a concept 
that we devote weeks to in undergraduate psychology classes - may 
well be applicable only to the specific individuals who are attending 
undergraduate psychology classes. 
The grand field of economics does not emerge unscathed 
either; as Henrich (who has a joint appointment in the psychology and 
economics programs at the University of British Columbia) has found, the 
"ultimatum game," an important contribution to economic game theory, 
does not translate universally. While we used to believe that game theory 
research like this revealed that there are underlying, universal senses 
of justice and economic fairness, Henrich and his team have found that 
non-industrialized countries think through these games very differently 
(Henrich et al, 201 0). 
This appears to be an especially costly generalization: economic 
policy, largely dictated by some of the very same economists who publish 
in these areas, has drawn heavily upon these game theory assumptions 
when determining the best way to eradicate poverty in non-WEIRD parts 
of the world (Begley, 2010). 
Practical and Research Implications: Costly Generalizations 
The list of the WEIRD is growing at an alarming rate, but one 
might reasonably ask at this point: is this yet another meaningless 
academic exercise, or worse: another instance of politically correct (which 
is to say, politically Iibera[) college professors encouraging us to embrace 
diversity? Hardly: as Henrich et al. note, these can be very expensive real-
world mistakes - and not just for individuals. 
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F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  g l o b a l  g a m i n g  i n d u s t r y  h a s  l e a r n e d  a b o u t  c o s t l y  
g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  s e v e r a l  t i m e s :  t h e r e  w a s  t h e  M G M  G r a n d ' s  n o t - s o -
g r a n d  o p e n i n g ,  w h i c h  w a s  a t t r i b u t a b l e  i n  p a r t  t o  a n  e n t r y w a y  t h a t  f o r c e d  
g a m b l e r s  t o  c o m e  i n t o  t h e  c a s i n o  " t h r o u g h  t h e  ( M G M )  l i o n ' s  m o u t h " - a n  
a c t  t h a t  h a p p e n e d  t o  b e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t e r r i b l e  m i s f o r t u n e  i n  C h i n e s e  
c u l t u r e s .  U n s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  C h i n e s e  g a m b l e r s  w e r e  n o t  e a g e r  t o  g a m b l e  a t  
t h e  M G M ,  a n d  a n  e x p e n s i v e  r e n o v a t i o n  o f  t h e  f r o n t  e n t r a n c e  c o m m e n c e d .  
O t h e r  g a m i n g  c o m p a n i e s  h a v e  m a d e  m a j o r  m i s t a k e s  w i t h  f e n g  s h u i  o r  
n u m b e r  s y s t e m s  t h a t  a l s o  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  p r o b l e m s  - t h a t  
u l t i m a t e l y  e v o l v e d  i n t o  f i n a n c i a l  p r o b l e m s  ( B e r n h a r d ,  F u t r e l l ,  &  H a r p e r ,  
2 0 0 9 ) .  
F u r t h e r m o r e ,  i t  t u r n s  o u t  t h a t  o n e  o f  t h e  o f t - r e p e a t e d  " t r u i s m s "  
a b o u t  g a m b l i n g  - t h a t  i t  h a s  b e e n  a r o u n d  s i n c e  t h e  d a w n  o f  t i m e ,  i n  a l l  
a r e a s ,  a m o n g  a l l  p e o p l e s ,  a l w a y s - i s  a l s o  i n a c c u r a t e .  P e r  B i n d e ' s  c a r e f u l l y  
c o n s t r u c t e d  a r t i c l e  " G a m b l i n g  A c r o s s  C u l t u r e s "  ( 2 0 0 5 )  d e p i c t s  t h i s  o n  a  
r e v e a l i n g  m a p  s h o w i n g  t h a t  h i s t o r i c a l l y ,  v a s t  s w a t h s  o f  t h e  p l a n e t  d i d  n o t  
g a m b l e  ( t h o u g h  i n  m a n y  a r e a s ,  i t  w a s  i n t r o d u c e d  l a t e r  o n  v i a  c o l o n i a l i s m ) .  
F o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t ,  i n  i n d i g e n o u s  S o u t h e r n  A f r i c a ,  A u s t r a l i a ,  a n d  v i r t u a l l y  
a l l  o f  S o u t h  A m e r i c a ,  g a m b l i n g  w a s  n o t  p r e s e n t  u n t i l  i t  w a s  i n t r o d u c e d  b y  
c o l o n i z i n g  o u t s i d e r s .  
A n d  y e t  a n o t h e r  " u n i v e r s a l  t r u t h "  i s  s t r u c k  d o w n .  I t  w o u l d  s e e m  
t h a t  " u n i v e r s a l  h u m a n  t r u t h s "  a r e  n e i t h e r  u n i v e r s a l ,  n o r  h u m a n ,  n o r  t r u e .  
L e s s o n s  f r o m  G l o b a l  L a b o r a t o r i e s :  T h e  S p i r i t  a n d  C o n t e n t  o f  F u t u r e  R e s e a r c h  
T h e  l e s s o n  h e r e  i s  n o t  t h a t  w e  s h o u l d  r e v e l  i n  o t h e r s '  m i s t a k e s  
- a f t e r  a l l ,  a s  w e  h a v e  n o t e d ,  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  m e t h o d ,  w h e n  i t  i s  h u m m i n g  
a l o n g  w e l l ,  a l l o w s  f o r  t h e s e  v e r y  s o r t s  o f  s e l f - c o r r e c t i n g  m e c h a n i s m s .  I  
m y s e l f  h a v e  c o m m i t t e d  t h e s e  v e r y  t y p e s  o f  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  m i s t a k e s - o f t e n  
a t  p o d i u m s  m u c h  l i k e  t h i s  o n e ,  i n  f r o n t  o f  l a r g e  g a t h e r i n g s  o f  i n t e l l i g e n t  
p e o p l e .  
A s  r e s e a r c h e r s ,  t h o u g h ,  t h e s e  d e v e l o p m e n t s  u n d e r s c o r e  t h e  c r u c i a l  
c h a l l e n g e  o f  g e n e r a l i z a b i l i t y ,  a n d  o f  p a y i n g  s p e c i a l  a t t e n t i o n  t o  r e s e a r c h  
s a m p l e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e n e s s  - - e s p e c i a l l y  i n  a  r a p i d l y  g l o b a l i z i n g  2 1 s t  
c e n t u r y .  A s  j o u r n a l  e d i t o r s ,  w e  s h o u l d  i n s i s t  t h a t  a u t h o r s  d e v o t e  m o r e  t h a n  
a  q u i c k  l i m i t a t i o n s  c o m m e n t  t o  g e n e r a l i z a b i l i t y ,  a n d  a s  g r a n t i n g  a g e n c i e s ,  
w e  s h o u l d  r e w a r d  a p p l i c a n t s  w h o  s e e k  o u t  " i n c o n v e n i e n t  s u b j e c t  p o o l s "  
b e y o n d  t h o s e  a t  o u r  f i n g e r t i p s  ( H e n r i c h  e t  a l ,  2 0 1  0 ) .  T o  t h i s ,  I  w o u l d  a d d  
t h a t  w e  n e e d  t o  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  e v e n  t h e  m o s t  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  s t a t i s t i c a l  
t e c h n i q u e s  c a n n o t  r e s c u e  d a t a  t h a t  a r e  g a t h e r e d  u n c r i t i c a l l y  - a n d  t o o  
o f t e n ,  w e  a s  e d i t o r s  a n d  r e s e a r c h e r s  a r e  b l i n d e d  b y  s t a t i s t i c a l  m a s t e r y  
b e f o r e  w e  u s e  o u r  c r i t i c a l  e y e s  t o  v i e w  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n s  o f  t h o s e  a n a l y s e s .  
M o s t  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  p e r h a p s ,  w e  n e e d  t o  p u r s u e  c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  a n d  
c r o s s - d i s c i p l i n a r y  r e s e a r c h  ( m o r e  p h r a s e s  t h a t ,  l i k e  d i v e r s i t y ,  h a v e  l o s t  
s o m e  o f  t h e i r  m e a n i n g  d u e  t o  o v e r u s e  i n  a c a d e m i c  s e t t i n g s ,  u n f o r t u n a t e l y ) .  
A n d  a t  t h e  v e r y  l e a s t ,  w e  s h o u l d  s e e k  t o  r e p l i c a t e  s t u d i e s  t h a t  h a v e  l e d  t o  
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"truths" that might not apply in strategically important settings (like the 
little neighborhood of Asia, which turns out to be a fairly important neck 
of the woods for the global economy in general, and the gaming industry 
in particular). 
Daunting? Yes. But we might choose to embrace the spirit of 
Henrich's team, who claim that these new developments need not paralyze 
the research process: 
Recognizing the full extent of human diversity does not 
mean giving up on the quest to understand human nature. 
To the contrary, this recognition illuminates a journey into 
human nature that is more exciting, more complex, and 
ultimately more consequential than has previously been 
suspected (20 10, p. 29). 
Indeed, this is our daunting and exhilarating charge as researchers 
confronting a rapidly globalizing gambling world in a dynamic 21st 
century. 
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